A Change after Coming Back from Death's Door

By Kyaw Kyaw Lwin
University of Minnesota
Kyaw Kyaw Lwin, a graduate of Humboldt High School and a current student at the University of Minnesota, barely escaped death in Minnesota's frigid climate. One of his first experiences in America changed Kyaw Kyaw's life. All the struggles and hardships of his second day in in the United States and Minnesota inspired him to work harder. He strived through high school and now continuing his education at the University of Minnesota.
When he was 13 years old, Kyaw Kyaw Lwin lost his way home on his second day in Minnesota. It was cold and he was without a coat. He had slept over at his cousin Tun's house on the first day, and woke up really early in the morning due to his lack of adjustment to day and night time in the United States. Thinking that he knew how to get home, he walked home alone without waking anyone up. "I made an early wrong turn, and that was when it started. Every street looks like my home street," he said. He tried to follow every street that looked like his home street, and he got farther and farther from his home.
After a couple of hours, he felt the frostbite on his fingertips and toes, and he started to realize that he was lost. All the stereotypes that he knew or heard about American made it hard for him to decide who to ask. And on top of that, he was shy and didn't know English, so he was helpless. He finally found an innocent looking old lady, who was shoveling snow by her house. He wanted to ask for help, but he didn't have confidence to talk to the stranger. "I walked back and forth in front of her about six or seven times and good that thing that she talked to me first. I don't think I had confidence to start the conversation if she hadn't started," he said.
The old lady asked him a few questions such as: who, what, where, and when. He told her that his name is Kyaw Kyaw. With his very little English he replied to her that he was born in Burma, and he came from Thailand. Her expression on his last answer surprised him. "And when I told her that I am Karen, She acted as if I am some scary or unwanted person, like a criminal," he said. The old lady turned her back on him and walked back inside her house. "I really needed a placed to warm myself, I was freezing. And when I tried to follow her, she said, 'don't follow me, my dog doesn't like boys,'" he said. He thought she didn't want a stranger in her house, so he waited helplessly about 10 to 15 minutes outside. But nothing changed, he didn't see any movement from the neighborhood or her house area, so he moved on.
He kept on searching for a way home and ended up in front of the library. "I didn't know it was library at that time," he said. There were a lot of people by the large street, so he thought it was safe to ask for help from people there. He asked a man, who was in hurry, for help. The man told him that he is about one or two blocks away from his house. The man only pointed in the direction he thought Lwin's house would be and left. That didn't help a helpless little boy. So he tried to go back to the way that he came.
Six hours later, Lwin lost hope. "I thought this is it. The flow of my blood within my body is slowing down. And the blood in my legs and arms seemed to be stop, but my life force was quite strong," Lwin said. He kept on walking, and saw a woman with her son on the playground. He really wanted to ask for help, and hoped that she could help him. "Before I asked, I walked around the playground about three or four times because I didn't have confident to talk to her, and I didn't know how to ask help. Clearly, the first lady ran away from me," he said.
"I walked up to her and said, 'I need help, I don't know home,'" said Lwin. The woman asked him about where he lives, and he replied, "I don't know." She asked him of someone to contact, and he replied, "I don't know." Then, he started talking to her about his cousin, Tun. "I said, 'do you know Tun? He Karen, and do New Year,' but she doesn't seem to have any clue about Karen," Lwin said. So, she asked him to think of where he lives close by, the buildings that are around his house. He replied, "I don't know." Then, he finally remembered of an "M." "McDonald's," he said. She took him to the first McDonalds, and it wasn't it. "Another," he said. She took him to the second McDonald's, and it wasn't it either. "Another," he said. She took him to the third and fourth, and it wasn't still the right one either. "I thought there was only one McDonald's. And I thought, 'where all these McDonald's came from?'" he said. So she took him to a place where people take Minnesota State ID cards.
The woman talked to the people working there. Then they took them both into a room. There was another woman in there and she started to question him. "I had no clue what they were talking about," he said. Then the woman started to question him slowly word by word. He answered the best of his skill. Then about 30 minutes later a police officer came in and took him home. "My body was white as a death, like a dead man coming out of a fridge. I barely escaped death," he said.
The experience changed Lwin's life. "It was hard to live our lives where people don't know about us. I wanted people to know about Karen. We might be just a minority group, but I want the whole world to know about us, so my people won't have to experience the helplessness like me," said Lwin. Now he is a part of Karen Culture Organization of Minnesota (KCOM). The KCOM group has the same values and perspective as him. Lwin strived to succeed all through high school. He was top four in his grade, and scored the highest in the state of Minnesota in MCA math. And now he is working toward his dream at the University of Minnesota, with a degree in business administration and a minor in engineering.
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